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The Honorable John Glenn 
United States Senate 

Dear Senator Glenn: 

In response to your letter of October 10, 1985, we examined 
the proposed Agreement for Cooperation between the United states 
and the People's Republic of China Concerning the Peaceful Uses 
of Nuclear Energy. We focused on identifying whether potential 
problems might arise because the agreement contained vague 
language and undefined terms. 

We also reviewed the Senate bill (s. 1754, 99th Congress), 
which proposes clarifications of certain aspects of this agree- 
ment; and compared that bill to a related joint resolution 
(H.J. Res. 404, as reported/s. J.Res. 238, 99th Congress), which 
was passed by the Senate on November 21, 1985, and is being 
considered by the House. 

In brief, although we found nothing in the agreement which 
should preclude congressional approval, the agreement does 
contain certain vague and unclear language which could lead to 
misinterpretations. In several respects the language in this 
agreement differs from that in other nuclear cooperative agree- 
ments, but for the most part these differences appear to have 
more symbolic than practical effects. Nevertheless, the changes 
represent a departure from the long-standing U.S. practice of 
encouraging more stringent controls on the use of U.S. nuclear 
exports. 

You asked specifically about the nonproliferation creden- 
tials of the People's Republic of China (PRC). Although we are 
providing some general information on the subject, we were not 
able to reach conclusions because the CIA denied our requests 
for relevant intelligence information on PRC nuclear activities. 

The joint resolution and the Senate bill both address many 
of the same issues, in our opinion, the passage of the Senate 
bill would substantially change the conditions under which the 
PRC entered into the agreement and would likely adversely affect 
implementation of the agreement. The proposed joint resolution 
may be more palatable to the PRC because, unlike S. 1754, it 
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requires action from the President rather than the Chinese 
government. However, neither the bill nor the resolution 
redresses the agreement's unclear and vague wording, which may 
lead to misunderstandings or misinterpretations. These findings 
are discussed in detail in appendixes I and II. 

In conducting our review, we met with officials from the 
Departments of State, Energy, and Defense? the U.S. Arms Control 
and Disarmament Agency; and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. 
We reviewed previously concluded nuclear cooperation agreements 
and applicable laws and treaties. State Department officials 
discouraged us from contacting the Chinese Embassy to discuss 
the agreement because, in their opinion, "it would not be in the 
best interest of all parties" and no Chinese embassy official 
was familiar with the negotiations. 

As agreed with your office, we did not request .of ficial 
agency comments on this report. However, the views of directly 
responsible officials were sought during the course of our work 
and are incorporated in this report where appropriate. Also, we 
are sending copies of this report to the Senate Committee on 
Foreign Relations and the House Committee on Foreign Affairs; 
the Secretaries of State, Defense, and Energy; the Director, 
Arms Control and Disarmament Agency; the Chairman, Nuclear 
Regulatory Commission; and other interested parties on request. 

If we can be of further assistance, please let us fcnow. 

Sincerely, 



Frank C. Conahan 
Director 
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AGREEMENT FOR COOPERATION BETWEEN THE 
UNITED STATES AND THE PEOPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA 

On April 30, 1984, representatives of the United States and 
the People's Republic of China (PRC) initialed an agreement for 
nuclear cooperation. Due to congressional concerns over several 
reported provisions, the executive branch held additional 
discussions with the Chinese government to clarify PRC 
nonprol iteration policies. The agreement was then submitted to 
the Congress on July 24, 1985. Unless a joint resolution of the 
Congress is adopted and enacted which specifically states that 
the Congress does not favor the proposed agreement (the 
congressional deadline to do so expires around December 11, 
1985), this agreement will go into effect following an exchange 
of notes between the two governments. 

As authorized in the Atomic Energy Act of 1954, as amended, 
agreements for cooperation are a precondition for export or 
transfer of nuclear material, information, technology, 
facilities, and components to other nations. These agreements 
generally do not legally commit the United States to make such 
exports but rather provide the framework under which exports can 
occur. Legal commitments for exports exist only with the 
conclusion of specific supply contracts and the issuance of 
specific licenses for such exports. 

The proposed U.S. /PRC agreement allows the transfer of low 
enriched uranium (non-weapons-grade material) for power reactors 
and specifies that all exchanges are to be for peaceful 
purposes. The agreement does not allow the transfer of 
sensitive nuclear technology nor does it allow the transfer of 
weapons grade materials. Estimates of potential U.S. sales 
under this agreement range from $3 billion to $7 billion. 

According to one industry expert, if ground were broken 
today, it would probably be 6 or 7 years before a PRC nuclear 
power reactor would be operational. Two more years, at least, 
would pass before the first fuel was "burned" and ready for 
cooling. Cooling would take at least another year before the 
fuel could be reprocessed. The official added that this 10-year 
scale does not include contract negotiations. Because of this 
long time lag, executive branch officials say they will have 
sufficient time to observe PRC actions under the agreement 
before sensitive issues, such as reprocessing, arise. 

This report addresses the concerns raised in your request 
letter, specifically your questions about the following 
provisions: 

—Article 2's use of the term "treaty" instead 
of agreement, 

— Article 5's language concerning consent rights, 
and 
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— Article's 8*s discussion on consultations. 

In addition, this document discusses PRC's nonprol iteration 
credentials, and examines the bill (S. 1754, 99th Congress) and 
the joint resolution (H.J. Res. 404, as reported/S.J.Res. 238, 
99th Congress) pertaining to the Cooperation Agreement. 

ARTICLE 2, SECTION 1 



This section of the proposed agreement reads as follows: 

"The parties shall cooperate in the use of 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes in 
accordance with the provisions of this 
agreement. Each party shall implement this 
agreement in accordance with its respective 
applicable treaties, national laws, regulations 
and license requirements concerning the use of 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes. The 
parties recognize, with respect to the observance 
of this agreement, the principle of international 
law that provides that a party may not invoke the 
provisions of its internal law as justification 
for its failure to perform a treaty. " (Emphasis 
added. ) 

You specifically questioned the introduction of the term 
"treaty" in this section. According to executive branch 
officials, the word "treaty" does not alter the legal status of 
this agreement. We concur. 

The international law principle emphasized in article 2 
above states that a party may not invoke a change in its 
internal law as a justification for not fulfilling its 
international obligation. Because international law does not 
distinguish between agreements designated as "treaties" and 
"other agreements," this principle applies equally to both. 
Introduction of the word "treaty" would not alter this. 
Article 2 would make this principle explicitly applicable to the 
U.S./PRC agreement regardless of the fact that the agreement is 
not a formal treaty. However, it would not change the domestic 
legal status of the agreement. 

In addition to focusing on the implications of the term 
"treaty," we examined the overall language used in this section 
and found it different from that used in prior U.S. nuclear 
cooperation agreements. In particular, we focused on the third 
sentence, which explicitly states that domestic law may not be 
used as a justification for failure to perform a treaty. Such 
explicit language does not appear in other agreements. As a 
result, there has been some concern that this statement may 
frustrate the ability of the Congress and the President to pass 
future legislation that may be inconsistent with the agreement. 
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According to executive branch officials, the third sentence 
sets forth a well-established principle of international law 
which would apply to the agreement whether or not it was 
explicitly stated. The executive branch position is that the 
principle does not "qualify or reduce" the ability of Congress 
to pass future legislation. Furthermore, executive branch 
officials believe the second sentence affirms the U.S. position 
that U.S. exports will be subject to U.S. law in effect at the 
time they are made. 

To understand this section, one needs to recognize that 
there are differences between international law and U.S. 
domestic law: what holds under one does not necessarily hold 
under the other. Under international law, a change in domestic 
law does not relieve a country of its international 
obligations. This customary principle of international law was 
codified as article 27 of the Vienna Convention on the Law of 
Treaties, and although the United States has not ratified the 
Convention, the executive branch strongly contends that it 
represents U.S. policy. 

The inclusion of the third sentence introduces some 
confusion as to its effect on sentence two of the article. 
Nevertheless, the explicit statement of international principle 
does not, in our opinion, impair the ability of the Congress or 
the President to enact or implement future legislation in the 
nuclear area which is inconsistent with the agreement. A later 
enacted statute under U.S. domestic law would supersede a 
clearly inconsistent prior international agreement, even if the 
later law may be viewed as a violation of international law. 

Potential implications 

Although it would have no practical effect in barring 
future internal actions, the explicit language used in this 
section may cause future problems: 

— It would preclude the United States from 

asserting a defense of noncompliance based on a 
change in U.S. law. 

— It could give rise to misunderstandings between 
the United States and China. 

— It may create a political or symbolic barrier 
to future action. 

If a breach were to occur under other cooperation 
agreements which do not explicitly recognize the international 
principle, the United States cou assert a change in internal 
law as its defense; it would then be up to an international 
forum to decide the question, based on the international 
principle and the specific language of the agreement. However, 
since the principle is expressly written into the U.S./PRC 
agreement, the United States could not introduce in an 
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international forum a later enacted internal law as a defense 
for noncompliance. 

The language in this article could also be subject to 
various interpretations, thus giving rise to misunderstandings. 
Executive branch officials say that the PRC wanted the 
international principle explicitly stated to avoid future 
legislation similar to the Nuclear Non-Prol iteration Act of 1978 
(NNPA). Many countries were disturbed when the United States 
passed the NNPA because it changed the export rules and the 
conditions required for agreements for cooperation. As 
discussed above, this agreement would not rule out future 
legislation. 

Another potential impact involves future political 
constraints on the Congress. Congress may feel politically 
pressured against passing legislation that would cause the 
United States to be in violation of a provision of the PRC 
agreement, given the explicit statement of this principle in the 
agreement. 

ARTICLE 5, SECTIO N 2 

This section of the proposed agreement specifies that 
neither party has any plans to enrich, reprocess, alter in form, 
or retransfer any materials transferred pursuant to the 
agreement. In the event that either party wishes to undertake 
one of these activities, this section requires the parties* 
agreement before the activity can be undertaken. In addition, 
this section establishes a consultative process through which 
mutual agreement can be sought. The entire process is commonly 
referred to as consent rights. 

This section of the proposed agreement reads as follows: 

"Neither party has any plans to enrich to twenty 
percent or greater, reprocess, or alter in form 
or content material transferred pursuant to this 
agreement or material used in or produced through 
the use of any material or facility so 
transferred. Neither party has any plans to 
change locations for storage of plutonium, 
uranium 233 (except as contained in irradiated 
fuel elements), or high enriched uranium 
transferred pursuant to this agreement or used in 
or produced through the use of any material or 
facility so transferred. In the event that a 
party would like at some future time to undertake 
such activities , the parties will promptly hold 
consultations to agree on a mutually acceptable 
arrangement. The Parties undertake the 
obligation to consider such activities "favorably , 
and agree to provide pertinent information on the 
plans during the consultations. Inasmuch as any 
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such activities will be solely for peaceful 
purposes and will be in accordance with the 
provisions of this agreement, the parties will 
consult immediately and will seek agreement 
within six months on long-term arrangements for 
such activities . In the spirit of cooperation 
the parties agree not to act within that period 
of time. If such an arrangement is not agreed 
upon within that period of time, the parties will 
promptly consult for the purpose of agreeing on 
measures which they consider to be consistent 
with the provisions of the agreement in order to 
undertake such activities on an interim basis. 
The parties agree to refrain from actions which 
either party believes would pre -judge the 
long-term arrangements for undertaking such 
activities or adversely affect cooperation under 
this agreement . The parties agree that the 
consultations referred to above will be carried 
out promptly and mutual agreement reached in a 
manner to avoid hampering, delay or undue 
interference in their respective nuclear 
programs . Neither party will seek to gain 
commercial advantage. Nothing in this article 
shall be used by either~party to inhibit "tHe 
legitimate development and exploitation of 
nuclear energy for peaceful purposes in 
accordance with this agreement ." (Emphasis 
added. ) 

Concern about vague, 
different language 

Certain language in this article is different from that of 
other agreements entered into after the NNPA. Consent rights 
language in other post-NNPA agreements generally states that the 
other country cannot undertake specified activities, such as 
reprocessing, "without the approval" of the United States. Even 
in the agreements with Sweden and Norway, which give limited 
generic or "blanket" approval for reprocessing, the United 
States has retained language specifying that it can withdraw its 
approval at any time, based or. nonproliferation concerns or 
national security. 

While the executive branch contends that the proposed 
agreement with the PRC makes clear that U.S. approval is 
necessary if the PRC wishes to undertake such activities, the 
proposed agreement contains phrases and additional wording not 
found in prior agreements. (See underscoring in text.) The 
agreement also contains several undefined and unclear provisions 
which could lead to misinterpretations. For example, the 
agreement does not define "long-term arrangements" and "interim 
basis," nor does it spell out how these arrangements relate to 
procedures set up under the NNPA. The use of new or undefined 
wording has led to concerns that the proposed agreement 



APPENDIX I 

APPENDIX I 

--creates the impression that the United States 
is obligated to favorably respond to PRC 
requests to reprocess, enrich, retransfer, or 
alter nuclear materials, or to change storage 
locations; * 

— appears to establish new standards or criteria 
for the export approval process beyond those 
set forth in the NNPA (for example, avoiding 

delays or undue interference" in a party's 
nuclear program); and 

— leaves unanswered questions about the 
congressional role in approving long-term 
arrangements. (Congress is involved in 
* u £ se ^ent arrangements as ^fined within the 
NNPA, but it is unclear whether there is a 
difference between "subsequent" and "long-term" 
arrangements.) y 

According to executive branch officials, the chanaes ar P 

tha't SSd^nS"-^""^: Th8y See nothing In the'language 
that would constrain or prohibit the United states from 

protecting its best interests. Executive branch officials said 

the agreement does not add any new criteria, that the 

congressional role in reviewing subsequent arrangements is 

retocelsing^ Canno2 -dertake^u" -tlons as 

^S"inL W r. t 5i^. U - S - C ° nSent ' includin * appropriate prior 

thP ,l e a w CUr . that article 5 of the agreement does not alter 
the legal requirements of the NNPA, and does not preclude the 
United states from reaching a negative decision on an export 
request. However, we believe the particular language ma? 

— result in the need to more strongly justify 
disapprovals (the predisposition is presumed 
to be a positive response), 

—cause misunderstandings (even though State 
Department officials believe that the Chinese 
recognize that the different wording does not 
connote a departure from U.S. policy), and 

—be precedent setting in that pressure would 
build for similar type language in other 
agreements. 

Aeomin e ?n rdin V he laSt P ° int ' Japan and EURATOM (the European 
Atomic Energy Community) have refused to renegotiate their 
agreements for cooperation with the United states because of 

^"XTi™? ^ U - S '.P^ a PP™val provisIonTof the' 
NNPA. The language m article 5 of the proposed u S /PRC 
agreement could further complicate U.S. effortfto'^negotiate 
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those agreements unless the United States is willing to give 
similar terms to Japan and EURATOM. 

ARTICLE 8, SECTION 2 

The proposed agreement does not include safeguards but 
instead refers to "mutually acceptable arrangements" for 
exchanges of information and visits. The pertinent section, 
entitled "Consultations," reads as follows. 

"The parties recognize that this cooperation in 
the peaceful uses of nuclear energy is betwee n 
two nuclear- weapon states and that bilateral 
safeguards are not required^ in order to 
exchange experience, strengthen technical 
cooperation between the parties, ensure that the 
provisions of this agreement are effectively 
carried out, and enhance a stable, reliable, and 
predictable nuclear cooperation relationship, in 
connection with transfers of material, facilities 
and components under this agreement the parties 
will use diplomatic channels to establish 
mutually acceptable arrangements for exchange s of 

informati on and visits to material, facilities 

and components subject to this agreement." 
(Emphasis added.) 

Safeguards are intended to deter use of nuclear materials 
or facilities to further any military or other explosive 
purpose, under the Nuclear Non-Prol iteration Treaty, nonnuclear 
weapon states are required to have safeguards developed by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA). The treaty defines 
nuclear weapon states as those which had manufactured and 
exploded a nuclear explosive device prior to January 1, 

Inn ^r an i n 2 th % United states < USSR, United Kingdom, France, 
and PRC. India, for example, is not a recognized nuclear weapon 
state because it exploded its nuclear device in 1974. 

The NNPA requires that nonnuclear weapon states have IAEA 
safeguards. The NNPA does not set a similar requirement for 
nuclear weapon states. The NNPA does specify "a guaranty by the 
cooperating party that safeguards as set forth in the agreement 
for cooperation will be maintained...." m the case of the 
U.S. /PRC agreement, in which specific safeguards are not 
required, U.S. officials point to the consultation process and 
5^? al . exchanges of information and visits as going beyond 
NNPA requirements. They compare the consultations to the 
physical security visits currently performed by the Department 
of Energy with various trading partners which aid in assessing 
n X c° r L-^ ense rec * uests - (See our report entitled Obstacles to 
U.S. A bility to Control and Track Weapons-Grade Ura n ium Supplie d 
ADrgad GAO/ID-82-21, Aug. 2, 1982, for further discussions 
aoout physical security visits.) 
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ANALYSIS AND COMPARISON OF 
BILL AND RESOLUTION 

«»..» II? ^ lieve that s ' 17 54, 99th Congress, would address only 
-vJtiShi S concerns expressed in your letter. Based on the * 
nonH^ 6 at ^' we Relieve that passage of the bill would change 
conditions under which the PRC entered into the agreement and 
would likely adversely affect implementation of the agreement. 

238 M?h J 2inarnf? 1U ^° n < H ' J ' Res - 404 < as reported/S. J .Res. 
HaI 5 H on 9 ress > addresses many of the same issues as those 
addressed by s. 1754, though in a different way. in addition? 
reloluUon Z "W 1 '? 8 * hat -"thing in the agreement or the 

n H. C ° nStrUed 3S P rovidi ng * precedent or other 
Dasis for negotiation or renegotiation of any other agreement 
for nuclear cooperation. The resolution also required thaT the 
thf±^ S i! bmit . to the s P^ker of the House and^he Chairman of 
the Senate committee on Foreign Relations a report -detailing the 
history and current developments in PRC nonproliferation 
policies and practices. 

thP hni^^K 6 ^u at the resolution would be more palatable than 
the bill to the Chinese because it does not require them to take 
public, wntten, and detailed actions; rather it requires at 
the most, that the PRC provide additional information The 

ff te ^ requirement is placed upon the President. Between the 
bill and resolution, the executive branch would favor the 
resolution since it places less stringent requirements upon the 

The Senate bill requires the President to make four 
certifications before export licenses can be issued. The 
™!^w- 0n re< * u * res thre e. Moreover, as stated above the 
resolution requires the President to submit a report on prc 
nonproliferation policy and practices to the Congress L 
specifies that the agreement is not precedent setting, m 
addition, the resolution states that each proposed export be 
subject to U.S. law in effect at the time of ?he expo?? 

Certification ( 1 ) of the bill requires that the 
verification of peaceful uses on export items will be 
essentially equivalent to IAEA INFCIRC-66-Rev. 2 safeguards. 
One way of satisfying this certification could be PRC's 

o?fer ta til? f h^ ^V AEA safe * uards ' Although the voluntary 
11111a ttll n c ° b ? ne 9 otiafc e<3, executive branch officials 

kILJv' 5, nuclear exports approval could be years away 
(but NRC believes license applications might be sooner). 

o. Certification (b)(1)(A) of the resolution requires the 
President to certify to the Congress that the "reciprocal 
arrangements" (consultations) of the agreement be designed to 
effectively ensure that U.S. exports be used solely for peaceful 
purposes, unlike the bill, this certification would not^equire 
IAEA or equivalent safeguards, m addition, the resolution 

10 
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would be more acceptable to the Chinese and the executive branch 
because it leaves undefined the "mutually acceptable 
arrangements for exchanges of information and visits." The 
resolution, as well as the bill, leaves unanswered the role of 
the Congress in defining or approving these exchanges. 

Certification (2) of the bill, that the PRC recognizes that 
the agreement neither favorably nor unfavorably disposes the 
United States toward consent rights, would address concerns on 
predisposition. The PRC might refuse to communicate this 
understanding as it is not a U.S. export review requirement. 

Certification (b)(1)(c) of the resolution, requiring the 
President to certify that the United States is not prejudiced to 
respond favorably to the PRC, does not require an answer from 
PRC on its interpretation of U.S. consent rightr. The bill 
calls for such a response, it is likely both tt.e executive 
branch and PRC would prefer the resolution language because it 
requires no action from the Chinese. Both the bill and 
resolution leave the following issues unresolved: (1) the 
undefined terms and phrases not found in other agreements, which 
could lead to misinterpretations and misunderstandings between 
the united States and the PRC, and (2) the vague wording which 
could imply that new standards or guidelines are being set for 
tne U.S. right of approval process beyond the NNPA. 

Certification (3) of the bill, that the PRC provide a 
public, written, detailed statement of its nonproliferation 
policy, would probably not address concerns over PRC 
nonproliferation credentials. There is no requirement in the 
NNPA or precedent in other agreements for this type of action on 
k?L?k *? either party to an agreement, according to executive 
branch officials. Even if the PRC did comply, policy statements 
would not address allegations of illicit Chinese nuclear 

^nn^ r r ?c tr !- y t0 section 129 of ^e Atomic Energy Act, as 
amended. (Section 129 specifies conduct which would result in 

1 e !I l l! a !! 0n . 0f nuclear exports.) Executive branch officials 
argue that the time interval between agreement approval and 
actual exports will allow the United States to observe PRC 
actions before issues such as reprocessing must be addressed. 

,^ ( . a A ? rdin ?, t ° executive branch officials, the PRC almost 
certainly would not provide such a statement at U.S. insistence. 

^ it . Cett i ifk f i0n (b)(1)(B) of the resolution, calling for 
?hf r'? n f xn f? rma ^<™ about PRC nonproliferation policies and 

r ! l ? ° f th6Se P° licies to action 129 of the Atomic 
Energy Act, is less stringent than S. 1754. The resolution 
requires the President to certify that the prc has provided 
IhJ tl ^formation concerning its nonproliferation policies and 
that the U.S. government can make a decision on PRC 
^n^ ife 5 ati0 u cre dentials before export licenses will be 
in thl r-^o? r . agreement. We believe that this certification 
in the resolution, coupled with the requirement discussed below 
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that provides for an executive branch report on PRC 
nonproliferation policies and actions, would help decision 
makers obtain adequate information on prc nonproliferation 
policy. 

roaftl ^ th certification {4) of the bill and section (c) of the 
resolution stipulate that all exports under the agreement are 
subject to the U.S. laws in effect at the time of^uch exports 
Executive branch officials said that the prc recognizes that 
thl nJ?n^? e i J P osltl on. At the same time, the PRC holds to 
lrl& ? P °- lnternatlon al law expressed in sentence 3 of 
article 2, section 1, which precludes U.S. legal justification 
for nonperformance of agreement provisions based on changes in 

itTllll e J a ?;^ S Jh Ce the executive branch has already affirmed 
J« n c i t \w agreement stipulates exports will be subject 
I;* law . a £ * he time ? f export, we believe the resolution's 
wording, which does not include the bill's requirement for a 
mandatory communication from the PRC, would be preferred, both 
by the executive branch and the PRC. The resolution leaves 
unanswered the question of whether the Chinese interpret 

fn^ri e „ e sect i° n } ' as "leasing them from compliance with 
future U.S. nuclear export laws. 

Section (b)(2) of the resolution, which requires the 
M!^™ n V SUb T it: a rep ? rt on PRC "^proliferation policy and 

splcial'att^n t ?nn K^, 1 " the b ^ ' This requirement brings 
special attention to PRCs nonproliferation policies and actions 
because, regardless of any other legal provisions or actl ° ns 
international agreements, no export license may be issued until 
fh?M w£? ^ S submitted. In connection with certification 
if llr >f \*c requirement may foster congressional examination 
of PRC nonproliferation policies and actions. 

^K- The - reS u 1Utionf which also P^vides in section (d) that 
nothing m the agreement or the resolution may be construed as 
rfnl^-V P re ? edent °r other basis for the negotiation or 
renegotiation of any other agreement for nuclear cooperation is 

oroui^V" the bil1 : We believe that this Provision couid' 
p'cea^rL^ting? "^ "* ^^ ™ 16 n0t be Viewed as 
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